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			Dedication

			To Katie.

			You will always be my best friend.

		

		
			Thursday 21 July

			‘Muuuuuum! MUUUUUM! MUMMUMUMUMUMUMUMUM! MUUUUUUUM!’

			I was in the attic rooting around for Summer Essentials, such as adorable wicker picnic hampers containing such redundant items as cutlery and plates that my children would inevitably reject, and slightly less Essential items like sunhats, shorts and the sandals that I’d so hopefully put away last year in the futile hope that they might fit the children again this year. My pleasant rummagings were disrupted by increasingly hysterical screams from Jane, my ten-year-old. Bitter experience has taught me that if Jane is capable of screaming ‘MUM’ over and over again then nothing very terrible has happened and I need not dash too quickly to respond. The screaming was fairly relentless, though, so I put down my grandfather’s fly-fishing rod that I’d had a glorious Vision of the children delightfully romping in a salmon river with (despite the fact we have no salmon rivers nearby, and although I know almost nothing about fishing, I’m fairly sure ‘romping’ is frowned upon), and shuffled across to the top of the ladder leading downstairs to respond.

			‘WHAT?’ I bellowed through the aperture, as Jane’s howls of ‘MUUUUUUUM’ showed no signs of stopping.

			‘Peter called me a poo head and said I love Freddie Dawkins and Freddie Dawkins is a speccy ginger four eyes TWAT and I am NOT a poo head!’ shrieked Jane from two floors below me.

			I sighed.

			‘Jane, we’ve talked about this. You are not to call people speccy four eyes, that’s very unkind, Freddie can’t help his glasses. And you are not to call people twats, that’s very bad language. And you are not to call people ginger as an insult, that’s … gingerist?’ I finished rather feebly. I rallied and yelled again. ‘And Peter, don’t call your sister a poo head, and don’t wind her up.’

			‘He smells of old broccoli, though,’ Jane bellowed. ‘Am I even allowed to say that?’

			‘Who? Freddie or Peter?’

			‘Freddie. Peter just smells of POOOOOO!’

			‘I DO NOT!’ came a robust and indignant shout from Peter, followed by a dull thud that I assumed was some kind of physical violence being inflicted by one of my children upon the other. There was a brief silence. Maybe they’d even made up and were playing nicely? No, what a stupid idea. What ten-year-old girl plays nicely with her eight-year-old brother, outside the feverish imaginations of Mumsnet, whose contributors like to claim that along with making a chicken last for a whole week’s worth of hearty meals, their children never have a cross word and enjoy nothing more than eating a massive salad while playing wholesome boardgames together. Sure enough, the screams soon began again, accompanied by more accusations shouted up the stairs about ‘looking at me’, ‘not fair’, ‘SHE STARTED IT’ and, in a new low for Jane, ‘JANE SAYS I’M ADOPTED AND YOU’RE GOING TO SEND ME BACK BUT I’M NOT, AM I MUMMY?!’

			‘Jane,’ I yelled sternly in my best authoritative parenting voice. ‘That’s not a kind thing to say to your brother. No, Peter, of course you’re not adopted, not that there’s anything wrong with that anyway, and if you were we’d love you just the same and would never send you back,’ and Oh, CHRIST, why is parenting so complicated nowadays?

			I do not, of course, condone being physically violent to children, but given the way they batter the everlasting fuck out of each other, seemingly with no dire consequences, would it have been so terrible to pursue a more Victorian method of parenting where I demanded they were seen and not heard and rapped them over the knuckles if they questioned my authority? I mean, probably, yes, that’s why people don’t do that anymore, but sometimes I did have a pang of envy for the sort of Victorian mothers who lived in houses large enough to have a separate wing for the children and only have the nanny bring them for a viewing once a week or so. I even sometimes longed for a slightly more chavvy version of parenting where one did not feel racked with guilt for plugging little Peroni and Kopparberg into the electronic babysitter. Just imagine the joy of feeding them beige food without attempting to make a middle-class joke about it being ‘freezer tapas’ and then attempting to force-feed them Fairtrade dried mango from the Oxfam shop to offset the chicken nuggets and the guilt?

			And despite my best efforts to counter my poor parenting with some pathetically middle-class crafts and quinoa, I then feel so judged for it by society every time I venture out of the house, and by Mumsnet every time I venture onto the internet. And, of course, there’s a lot of judging by the perfect Yummy Mummies in the school playground when the children make some helpfully loud announcement about ‘Can we just watch SpongeBob for six hours again tonight, Mummy?’ in front of them (not that I have ever actually let my little cherubs watch six hours of SpongeBob, obviously. Their grasp of time is as hazy as their desire to embarrass me is strong).

			Most of all, though, I feel judged by myself, like I’m failing the children by not providing some sort of magical Mary Poppins/Sound of Music (without the Nazis, of course) and Famous Five-style childhood for them. Though on reflection, Enid Blyton parents left a great deal to be desired in the safeguarding stakes, with their dubious habit of simply turning primary-school-age children loose for the holidays with nothing more than their bicycles, a packet of sandwiches and a somewhat class-based and superior sense of social justice that led them to suspect all commoners and foreigners to be in the grip of criminal habits. Lucky bastards, those parents were. I bet no one ever looked at Dick and Julian tying up a kidnapper in a dungeon and asked their mama and papa if they had considered trying ‘gentle parenting’.

			Oh dear, the children were still fighting.

			‘I HATE him, though,’ Jane was bellowing up the stairs, as I wondered who would crack first over this conversation shouted between attic and ground floor, and whether I’d descend or the children would ascend (I knew the answer really, of course).

			‘Mum, why can’t we send him to boarding school?’

			‘Too expensive,’ I snapped without thinking. ‘And anyway, he’d still come home for the holidays.’

			‘How do you KNOW it’s too expensive, though?’ Jane demanded. ‘Have you checked?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why are you checking how much boarding school is?’ Peter chuntered in outrage. ‘Why do I have to go to boarding school? Why can’t SHE go?’

			‘I checked for both of you,’ I groaned, in a last-ditch attempt to keep the peace. I decided it was probably best not to tell them I’d discovered how extortionate boarding school was when I’d been having a Very Bad Day with them as toddlers and had googled – in hope, more than anything – to see if there were such things as boarding nursery schools (there weren’t), as I could already see how this conversation was going to sound when they related it to their father over dinner. I could almost hear Simon saying, ‘But why on earth would you say such a thing to them, Ellen?’ as I attempted to explain that sometimes, when you spend a lot of time with small children, things just get said without thinking. Like the time Peter spent a year with a phobia of getting in the car, because while at the end of my tether I’d shouted that if he kept undoing his allegedly child-proof seat buckle and I had to brake suddenly, he’d fly through the window and I’d run him over.

			Clearly that wasn’t a fine moment for me, but in my defence, after that, although I had to wrestle him into the car every time, as he screamed he didn’t want to die – DON’T KILL ME, MUMMY – and the neighbours looked on aghast, he didn’t undo his seat buckle anymore.

			I gave in, obviously, and clambered down the ladder to go and start peace negotiations between my children using the medium of Fab ice lollies and threats to change the Wi-Fi password and keep it to myself.

			Blissful quiet restored, I returned to the attic to continue looking for fishing nets, and buckets and spades, and other marvellously wholesome things to facilitate japes and frolics, ready for the Best Summer Ever.

			I am very excited about this summer. I just know it is going to be the best summer ever for Hannah and me, because for the first time in years, in fact, since we left school, we are going to have time to spend the holiday together. After much deliberation and discussion with my beloved husband Simon, we have decided that I should take a two-month sabbatical instead of the usual mad juggle of summer clubs and childminders and sports camps to cover two months’ worth of childcare, resulting in me ending the summer burnt out, frazzled and virtually sobbing at the school gate as I thrust my precious moppets on the mercy of full-time education for another blissful term.

			Simon did try to claim the summer holidays were difficult for ‘both of us’, but I shirtily pointed out that the entire burden of arranging the children to be looked after for the summer – not to mention most of the actual dropping off/picking up and taking time off – fell on me. He still tried to insist that his great Busy and Importantness was too much to allow him to actually be of any use to me and his children. That is, apart from the two weeks he nobly takes off to pack a pair of swimming trunks and ask me why I’m not ready, as I pack up everything the children could possibly need on holiday from thermal underwear to treatments for heatstroke, and at the last minute fling some flip-flops, a too-small swimming costume and a crumpled dress in a case for me, which is not what I think the magazines mean by ‘holiday capsule wardrobe’.

			We are lucky enough to be able to afford this extraordinary luxury of me taking two months off work unpaid because last year I was very clever indeed and came up with a game app called Why Mummy Drinks, in which you had to negotiate all sorts of obstacles in a parent’s day, like the lurking Yummy Mummies, the festering lunchboxes at the bottom of school bags coming to life and the avalanches of letters from the school about nothing at all actually. If you missed anything you’d have to start all over again, but your reward for completing each level was an increasingly large glass of virtual wine.

			Curiously, this game had proved enormously popular – including with the terrifyingly perfect mothers at my own little darlings’ school – and enough people had bought it to put Simon and me on a fairly sound financial footing for the first time ever in our marriage, enabling us to pay off our mortgage, which frankly wasn’t something I’d ever envisaged happening. Sadly, I didn’t realise that in the complex ecosystem of app-based games, today’s Angry Birds is tomorrow’s roadkill, and despite the unbelievable and almost overnight success of my game, a few short, if heady months later it had been replaced by the new hip ’n’ cool must-have game, and people simply stopped buying it.

			However, my game had provided more financial security than I could ever have dreamed of in the overdrawn months and years of hiding from the credit card bills that preceded it, and I’d be eternally grateful for it, along with the knowledge that whatever else happened we had a home and that many people would never find themselves in this position. I tried repeatedly to remind myself how very, very lucky I was to be here and that I shouldn’t feel bitter that despite the success of my game, I had to keep working.

			This was because the rest of the delicious little nest egg Why Mummy Drinks had provided had been spent on buying a house for my batshit-crazy sister-in-law Louisa and her many, many children after she abandoned her vile husband – we think he was her husband anyway, they were both vague on the legalities of their ‘union’. Louisa, being nothing if not feckless, had appeared on our doorstep with six kids and no plan as to how to support them and where they were to live. Then someone came up with the bright idea that she could move into the dilapidated bungalow next door to her parents, if only the money could be found to buy it, and in theory she could then rent it back from us at an affordable rate, a theory that somehow never quite materialised in practice.

			In vain did Simon point out what a Good Thing I had done. Also in vain did he point out that I’d wished to spend said nest egg on a holiday home in Wells-next-the-Sea, even though I’d never actually been there and just liked the name. In fact, he suggested, wouldn’t buying Louisa a house to give her some security or buying us a house in Wells-next-the-Sea so I could live out some sort of 1930s coastal-murder-solving fantasy just have left me in exactly the same position re the whole working-for-a-living thing? I try to console myself with the thought that perhaps one day Louisa will take some responsibility for herself, get a job and find a house of her own. I’m nothing if not an eternal optimist. I think I’d probably be less bitter about the whole thing if Louisa was at least a little bit grateful for everything that has been done for her.

			I suspect that, feckless though Louisa is, I also have some envy for her sheer uselessness, that she just assumes someone will rescue her, or bail her out, and thus there is no need for her to sully her ideals by ‘working for The Man’. Although deep down I know I could never stand living with that level of insecurity, I must confess that I don’t really like working, and I certainly don’t work for the love of it, or for the ‘camaraderie’ or because I ‘need something to do’. I’m fairly sure that I could very happily do nothing at all, all day long, should the opportunity ever arise.

			I’m always astounded when I see people who win about eleventy fucking billion pounds on the lottery and who insist they’ll continue to work at their back-breaking, minimum-wage job, because they ‘need something to do’. I wonder how many of them actually do that once the cameras have stopped rolling. No, I work for the money, plain and simple. That sounds dreadful, of course, but it’s true. I like having my own money. We agreed when both the children were born that I’d take their first year off to be at home with them. And one of the worst, most terrifying parts of that year, was not having my own money. I had my maternity pay – pittance as it was – for part of the time, of course. And Simon was always very good about the money, insisting his salary was our money, not his money, which was perfectly true, and it all went into the joint account, so it wasn’t like I ever had to ask him for money, like some bastards you hear of.

			But I felt trapped. I love that knowledge that I’ve got something of my own, that I’ve earned something, that I can pay for things with money that’s mine. And I know lots of people don’t feel like that at all, and I know bringing up children is very much valid ‘work’, but call me shallow, I like my own money. So until I manage to think up some other fabulous game or I win squillions on the lottery or turn out to have a secret fairy godmother, I’ve simply got to keep working. I once tried explaining this to Simon, but it didn’t go very well. Apparently saying things like ‘It’s not that I want to leave you, I just want to know I could leave you if I did want to …’ wasn’t the mark of a good and loving wife.

			Despite all that, after the small success of Why Mummy Drinks, I did feel like I could take Simon up on his suggestion and take the summer holidays off, and we’d manage on his salary for a couple of months, because after all, I’d paid for the bloody house, hadn’t I? And I couldn’t deny that it would also make life a lot easier, not least because Simon possesses an extraordinary knack of every Very Important Project at work suddenly coming to fruition over the weeks of the summer holidays, meaning that apart from the fortnight I forced him to take off for us to go away, it was simply impossible for him to take any more time off to help with the childcare. I had my suspicions about the truth of this, but despite being fairly sure he only came up with this idea to avoid having to spend the summer with the children himself, I was thrilled at the thought that I’d finally have the japes-and-frolics-filled summer of my dreams I had envisaged when Jane was born.

			These japes and frolics had never materialised in previous years, as until Why Mummy Drinks had eased our financial situation, continuing to earn my living over the holidays had taken priority, even if my salary mainly went on holiday clubs and childminders, due the fact that as we weren’t living in an Enid Blyton novel, I couldn’t simply bid the children farewell and leave them on an island deserted but for desperate thieves, smugglers and kidnappers for the entire break. I’d been initially unsure we could really afford this even now, but as Simon pointed out, by the time you took off childcare costs, it didn’t really make an enormous amount of difference.

			And, if I was perfectly honest, the thought of two months without the crushing, misery-making drudgery of my tedious and dull IT job, a job that helped to pay the bills but at the cost of sucking my very soul out of me, was bliss. I knew I was lucky to have a job at all, let alone one that was reasonably flexible about childcare, and let me work from home for a couple of days a week, but despite the money and the all-important financial independence it brought me, I hated my colleagues, I hated my boss – and I was bored. So terribly, terribly bored.

			It had been wonderful to have the brief, creative outlet of the game, of using my brain to do something other than prop up the ailing IT systems of the Cunningham United Nautical Trust and explain once again to Lisa from Accounts how to use a bastarding spreadsheet. I hadn’t even finished up for the summer before I was dreading going back, and secretly I wondered if I couldn’t use all this glorious time, these two whole empty months stretching ahead of me, to find something else to do. To reinvent myself, to actually have time to create another game or to write a book (after all, if people could write a novel in a month in the bizarrely named NaNoWriMo – who came up with that catchy acronym? – then surely I could knock something out with eight weeks on my hands). Or perhaps I could take up pottery or discover some other hitherto hidden but nonetheless virtuoso talent, then I’d never have to darken the dated 1970s doors of the Cunningham United Nautical Trust again, nor tread those distressingly sticky beige carpets on the way to my Cubicle of Doom, my heart sinking a little further with each slight tug to release my shoe.

			To add to the Summer Joy, instead of our usual summer holiday staying with Simon’s parents, who lived in France, Sylvia and Michael had announced that although they were flying to the States, hiring an RV and driving down Route 66 for the summer, they’d still love us to come and use the house. Simon had fretted that they were having some kind of post-midlife crisis, but I didn’t give two hoots. The thought of a couple of happy weeks in France, in Sylvia and Michael’s frankly rather gorgeous not-quite-a-chateau-but-nearly house (Sylvia’s mouth had gone very cat’s bummy when she was merrily trilling to someone that it ‘wasn’t really quite big enough to call a chateau, darling’, and I’d helpfully suggested that maybe it was more of a chatette), but without the in-laws to contend with, was wonderful.

			I couldn’t wait for those long, blissful hours by the pool with chilled white wine and leisurely barbecues, instead of Sylvia hanging on Simon’s every word and sighing to me regularly about how tired he looked and criticising my parenting (Simon’s parenting was obviously above reproach. The only comments to be made about that were to simultaneously coo over what a good father he was while looking shocked if he attempted to lift a finger with the children and ordering me to do it instead as ‘Simon needed a break’.)

			Oh, it was going to be perfect.

			And quite apart from all that, there were adventures to be had closer to home with Jane and Peter. My head was filled with visions of wicker picnic hampers, me in a white dress and a shady hat reclining elegantly on some sort of faded ancient silk carpet, handing out slices of homemade cake to my cherubs and dispensing cloudy lemonade from stone bottles into quirky vintage glass goblets for us (with perhaps a small nip of gin in mine), before we picked gooseberries, or ran free as the wind, our hair blowing Instagrammably behind us along a golden, sun-drenched beach. We’d bicycle home on delightful old-fashioned bikes, such as one would definitely use to foil horrid gangs of lower-class criminals, wild flowers in their baskets, my trusty terrier Judgy Dog, who would have behaved beautifully all day and not run away or killed any ducks or tried to hump anything, running alongside, or perhaps even sitting in the basket of my bicycle with the wild flowers without biting me when I tried to put him in it, and as my cherubs tumbled into their beds, cheeks all rosy with the fresh air and plump with good country milk, they would laugh merrily and say, ‘Oh Mamma! This is the best summer ever. What happy, happy memories we’re making, and how we shall treasure them forever.’

			And then the icing on the (homemade, wholesome, probably with cherries in it) cake happened. My very best friend Hannah announced she was changing jobs and had carefully timed her leaving strategy so that her gardening leave coincided with the holidays, so that she too didn’t have to pay a fortune in childcare for her kids, Emily and Lucas, over the summer. So, there it was – everything had fallen into place for the most perfect summer ever, with Hannah and me both not working, and our darling children available for adventures and cavorting gloriously through cornfields and romping in sun-dappled glades. The only thing that could have made it even more perfect was our dear friend Sam getting the summer off as well to join us, but that was really too much to hope for, and in a way I was glad it was just going to be Hannah and me (and the children, of course). We’d been friends for so long, and who knew when we’d ever have a chance to spend so much time together again? Sam’s wonderful, and all the children adored each other, but despite Hannah and me liking him a lot, he’s very much a New Friend, and this was going to be our summer. The young things could have their Hot Girl Summers – this was going to be our Best and Oldest Friends Summer.

			Even more importantly, though, it would be the Summer of Happy Memories, because surely that’s what summer holidays are for. All right, maybe originally they were so the children could be put to work in the fields to glean the barley or whatever the fuck it is you do in fields, but given that child labour is now so very frowned upon, the holidays are for creating those magical moments that will warm the cockles of our hearts when we’re old and grey, and look back and remember those golden sun-drenched days, filled with laughter. As the most annoying meme in the world never fails to remind us each year, we only have #18PreciousSummers with our children, and every summer I’m racked with guilt that I’m working and the children are sitting in summer clubs being taught to play basketball by a bored spotty youth who did not see this as the end goal for his Sports Science degree, and making random craft objects out of unsustainable plastic products. And then, in previous summers, I’ve felt so exhausted with juggling so many things – and under so much pressure to ensure that what little time I did have with the children was perfect – that I ended up snapping with frustration when things don’t go according to plan.

			Surely, though, I only needed one summer to make those perfect memories, and that was what I was determined to do. Happy memories for all of us – for Hannah and me, for the children and me, and maybe even for Simon and me. Slow, lazy mornings, packing delicious picnics of homemade cakes and thickly stuffed sandwiches (on homemade bread? Too far? Oooh, maybe we’d make sourdough – the children and I could make a starter, and we’d keep it alive and it would be science and Happy Memories, and maybe one day they’d make sourdough in the summer holidays with their own children from the very starter we made all those years ago, in that happy summer they remembered so well). There would be no rushing about, no shouting, no stress. Just the enjoyment of each other’s company.

			Before any of that could happen, though, I first needed to find all the necessary accoutrements, such as the shady hat I bought three years ago and never used, and the little fishing nets I picked up two years back in a quaint little Cornish village for the children to explore rock pools with, and which they used to try to poke each other’s eyes out, hence the nets’ relegation to the attic. But they’re older now, and I was sure they’d do no such thing this year. Not in the Summer of Happy Memories.

		

		
			Friday 22 July

			Hannah and I decided the Summer Fun really should start as we meant to go on, and so, despite protestations about treating children cruelly and many wails of ‘unfairness’, for our first delightful adventure we’d hit upon the excellent plan of a trip to a forest park.

			‘Just think,’ I enthused to Hannah as we sweated our tits off packing the cars, ‘so much potential for smugglers.’

			‘Smugglers live in caves, not forests,’ Hannah objected, and I was forced to concede this point and admit that maybe I’d meant bandits or outlaws.

			‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea either,’ said Hannah doubtfully. ‘Bandits and outlaws don’t sound very much fun. Besides, I’m fairly sure there aren’t any in Massingdon Woods, as they’re owned by the National Trust. The Trust frowns upon bandits and outlaws.’

			I airily pooh-poohed Hannah’s doubts and pointed out that in a National Trust forest one would only encounter very middle-class and tasteful bandits and outlaws.

			‘Sort of like The Children of the New Forest,’ I said vaguely.

			‘If we encounter the descendants of children who’ve been living feral in the woods since the Civil War, we’ll be beyond the help of the National Trust,’ said Hannah in alarm.

			‘The Children of the New Forest were not feral,’ I countered. ‘Jane, tell Hannah about the Children of the New Forest.’

			‘The what?’ Jane looked at me blankly.

			‘Darling, you remember, you read it with Mummy. That very good book about the children orphaned in the English Civil War who go and live a noble and simple life in the woods.’

			‘I don’t remember,’ Jane insisted. ‘You made me read so many boring books with you, Mum, and they were always about miserable orphaned children somewhere, who you always said were not miserable, but leading noble and simple lives. Often the children are crippled as well as noble and simple and orphaned. I’ve probably got a complex from that, you know.’

			‘You’ve got no soul,’ I grumbled. ‘I take it by the crippled child you mean the noble Katy Carr in What Katy Did?’

			‘I dunno,’ said Jane. ‘Like I said, there were so many. Like that one where the boy is totally ableist and takes the disabled girl’s wheelchair, and she magically learns to walk again and everyone said he’d done a good thing by taking her wheelchair. That’s a very problematic book, Mother, you probably shouldn’t have exposed me to it at such a young age.’

			‘That’s Heidi you’re talking about,’ I spluttered in outrage. ‘It’s a classic!’

			‘Everything’s a classic according to you,’ Jane snorted. ‘Anyway, why do we have to come with you today? Why can’t me and Emily go to the cinema by ourselves? We’re definitely old enough. You can just pick us up afterwards, but don’t talk to us, yeah?’

			‘If they’re going to the cinema, me an’ Lucas want to go to Laser Quest,’ chimed in Peter, never one to miss a trick. ‘It’s not fair if we’ve to go to the stupid woods when they get to go to the cinema, and it’s too hot!’

			‘It’s not too hot,’ I insisted. ‘And anyway, it would be even hotter inside Laser Quest. We’re all going to go out and have a lovely day. Together. Having japes and frolics.’

			‘I hate japes and frolics,’ muttered Peter.

			‘Ellen, what is all this?’ Hannah demanded, peering into my car. ‘Why are we taking fishing nets? And butterfly nets? What are they for?’

			‘Well, we might find a pond for the children to look for interesting things. Or a sunny meadow for them to run free chasing butterflies.’ I explained.

			‘I don’t think you’re allowed to catch butterflies. Or fish things out of ponds on National Trust properties. They’re all endangered newts and things, aren’t they? And do we really need the wicker picnic hampers?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘But hampers plural, Ellen? Why do you have so many?’

			‘Because TKMaxx keeps selling different sizes and configurations for ludicrously cheap prices, and every time I see one I realise a new and important scenario that I need it for,’ I huffed. ‘So yes, I do need them all, actually. Because I’m trying to make HAPPY MEMORIES!’

			‘All of them? Today? Peter’s right, it’s bloody hot and we’re going to have to carry all this. Can’t you make happy memories without them?’

			‘No.’

			‘All four of your floral picnic blankets too, though? I’m already on the verge of heatstroke just loading all this up, Ellen. It’s 25 degrees and it’s only 10 a.m.’

			‘Climate change isn’t an excuse to let standards slip,’ I insisted. ‘All the more reason to make Happy Memories while we can.’

			Hannah muttered something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like ‘Happy memories, MY ARSE.’

			Eventually, after some argument between Hannah and me about an acceptable number of picnic hampers and rugs, and considerable argument between us and our precious moppets about who went in which car, we set off, Hannah with the girls in hers, and me, drawing the short straw with Farticus One and Two in the back, who quickly turned my car into an even more fetid cesspit than usual.

			‘There,’ I said with satisfaction as we drew up in the car park. ‘Look at all that glorious nature.’

			‘What if we get sunstroke? Can’t we just go home and play GTA?’ asked Peter.

			‘Look, a squirrel,’ I cried, declining to even answer the question after spending three hours last night listening to Peter’s lengthy explanations about why, despite the 18+ certificate, he should be allowed a go of Simon’s GTA, because everyone else, literally everyone else, in his class played it.

			Obviously, I’d refused to give in and was frankly considering shoving the whole bloody PlayStation up Simon’s arse, as it was entirely his fault for buying the damn game in the first place. I’d also spent the whole journey listening to emotive arguments about how they should have been allowed to bring their Nintendos, and why did Judgy get to sit in the front, so I wasn’t really in the frame of mind for another of Peter’s ‘debates’. Judgy, meanwhile, was just giving me reproachful stares. I couldn’t blame him. The broccoli I’d insisted Peter ate last night seemed not to have agreed with him, and if I was finding it that pungent, God knows what it was doing to Judgy’s sensitive canine nose.

			I unloaded the boys as Hannah pulled in behind me and got out the car.

			‘How were they?’ I asked.

			‘No idea,’ said Hannah. ‘I just turned up the radio and let them get on with it.’

			We set off, all of us laden with various bags and cool boxes and rugs and the bastarding butterfly nets, which I’d refused to leave behind on point of principle.

			‘Isn’t this fun!’ I exclaimed. ‘Look, a stream. Maybe we’ll find some frog spawn, and you can fish it out with your nets and put it in a jam jar to take home.’

			‘Not in July,’ said Jane crushingly.

			‘Oh yes. Well, we could follow it to its source. Maybe there’ll be treasure.’

			‘Hot,’ groaned Peter. ‘It’s so hot. Can I have a Coke?’

			‘WILL YOU JUST HAVE SOME SOUL AND MAKE SOME HAPPY MEMORIES!’ I shouted.

			‘How can we make happy memories when we’ve only been here five minutes and you’re SHOUTING AT US about HAPPY MEMORIES!’ yelled Jane crossly.

			‘Because you’re not even trying,’ I snapped. ‘How can you make happy memories if you don’t try to make happy memories?’

			‘AARRRRRGH!’ howled Peter, tripping over a butterfly net and falling some distance down a slope, as I flung hampers and rugs aside to hurtle after him.

			‘I think I’ve broken my leg,’ Peter groaned bravely as I reached him near the bottom. ‘Am I going to die, Mummy?’

			‘You’re fine,’ I said after a brief inspection, ‘nothing’s broken. Get up.’

			Peter sat up, looking rather disappointed, as a trip to A&E was in his opinion always the highlight of a day out, but he immediately collapsed again, screaming hysterically.

			‘What now?’ I said in exasperation.

			It turned out the issue was BLOOD. Peter isn’t good with blood, and on sitting up he’d spied a tiny cut on his knee oozing a very small amount of blood, so he was now doing a passable impression of a rather OTT Lady Macbeth. Fortunately, he was magically cured with a plaster and a biscuit, but of course that meant that everyone else had to have a biscuit, and then Lucas suggested that we could save ourselves a lot of effort if we just ate the picnic now, so we didn’t have to carry it.

			‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I can still see the car park. We’re not having a picnic when we’re less than a hundred yards from the car park. And what if we get lost in the woods and we’ve no supplies because we’ve eaten them all already? We’ll look pretty silly then, won’t we?’

			‘You’ll look pretty silly,’ muttered Jane. ‘You’re the adult that made us come here and you’re the one who is responsible for us, so if we get lost and we’ve no food and are found starving and turning into cannibals, actually it will be your fault for getting us lost.’

			‘If we got lost, which we aren’t going to do, we wouldn’t starve anyway,’ I insisted. ‘We’d live off the land, like the Children of the New Forest.’

			‘How?’ asked Peter.

			‘What would we eat?’ asked Lucas.

			‘Berries,’ I said.

			‘We can’t just live on berries,’ Lucas pointed out.

			‘Rabbits!’ I invented wildly. ‘I’m sure they eat rabbits in The Children of the New Forest.’

			‘How would we catch them?’

			That stumped me. I was fairly sure Edward just shot the rabbits in the New Forest, but obviously we were not fiendish gun-toting Americans and so we’d not come to the woods all tooled up. I wondered if we could fashion some sort of snare from a Laura Ashley floral picnic blanket? Lure the bunnikins into a hamper and then … But oh! I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to dispatch a bunny, even to bring succour to my starvlings. Peter Rabbit had made a profound impact on me at a formative age and I’d never been able to eat rabbit since. My father had once ordered it in a restaurant when I was about Jane’s age and I’d spent the whole meal weeping piteously about the poor thing, so a collective decision had been made by the family that perhaps rabbit was best off the menu in front of me. When a similar thing happened with poor dear Jemina Puddleduck, my parents started to lose sympathy with me and curse the very name of Beatrix Potter.

			As I pondered this open-mouthed, before five expectant faces (thanks Hannah, I thought, thanks for helping me out), my trusty hound Judgy appeared out of the undergrowth, having taken off for some japes and frolics of his own, as soon as I’d let him off the lead. I always greet Judgy with relief, as it’s generally touch and go whether he’ll return at all, and if he does deign to rejoin us there’s always the very real risk that it will be after he has rolled in something unspeakable or done something unmentionable to some highly strung pedigree princess dog.

			‘Ha!’ I said triumphantly. ‘Judgy would catch rabbits for us.’

			Six faces now looked at me in astonishment, none more astonished than Judgy’s at the thought of him doing anything so altruistic as to provide us with his rabbits, were we starving in the woods. Judgy has many fine attributes, but compassion isn’t one of them. He’d doubtless happily feast like a king upon the rabbits until we all starved to death, then eat us too.

			‘Oh, come on,’ I said crossly. ‘Let’s go on a bit further and find a nice spot for lunch. Or at least somewhere where we can’t see the car park.’

			On we trudged for another mile or so, by which point I was very much wishing I’d listened to Hannah’s wise words about ‘Did I really need all this crap?’ My Lovely Things were proving very heavy, and it was indeed very hot. I could tell it was very hot by the unpleasant way I could feel the sweat trickling down my cleavage, but never fear, in the unlikely event of me failing to notice the heat, my children were on hand to tell me every thirty seconds that it was VERY HOT!

			I was starting to think to myself that perhaps it wasn’t strictly necessary to decorate the perfect picnic site – when I found it – with bunting, and maybe I could live without rendering the forest Instagram-ready if the trade-off was an end to my sweat-chafed tits and chiropractor-ready back. But then we turned a corner, and there before us appeared a glorious, sparkling waterfall. We all stopped in wonder and stared at the water thundering down, silver and blue, with rainbows darting off on either side in the sunshine.

			‘Oh …,’ I said.

			‘This is wonderful, Ellen,’ said Hannah in admiration.

			‘OMG, if you would let me have Insta, this would make such a good photo,’ said Jane, duck-facing in front of it.

			‘Yay! So hot! Let’s paddle!’ cried Peter and took off towards the water. All the children seemed to think this was a splendid idea and flew off after him, the girls at least pausing on the bank to remove their shoes.

			‘Oh, this is lovely,’ said Emily.

			‘The water is sooo nice and cool, you should come in too, Mum,’ yelled Jane, splashing happily, Insta demands and duck faces forgotten.

			‘Look,’ I said happily to Hannah. ‘They’re definitely frolicking. It’s an omen.’

			‘An omen for what?’ Hannah asked doubtfully.

			‘For our Perfect Summer, obviously.’

			‘I’m going to go in deeper!’ yelled Peter, and he plunged towards the centre of the river.

			‘Nooooo!’ I cried a moment too late. I’d been so transfixed by all the frolicking that I’d forgotten Peter’s near-fatal attraction to water and mud, or his favourite, muddy water.

			It was no good, though. I dashed after him to retrieve him but he was already wading knee deep towards the waterfall, followed by Lucas a beat behind him. Maybe this time it would be all right, I thought, watching him clambering over an inconvenient rock instead of going around it. Maybe he’s finally developed some co-ordination and he won’t –

			‘MUUUUUUUM!!!!!’

			Just as I was sending up prayers to the Gods of Dry Pants and Small Boys, Peter slipped and fell headfirst into the river.

			‘Don’t worry, Peter, I’ll save you!’ yelled Lucas, and immediately jumped in after him. Their heads popped up briefly and then vanished again under the water. Oh fuckety, fuckety, buggering bollocks – they were actually drowning. I suppressed the thought about how INCONSIDERATE they were to drown at the start of my Perfect Summer after only approximately twenty-seven seconds of frolicking, and attempted to go to the rescue.

			‘Just, I dunno, tread water or something,’ I shouted as we dashed down the bank. ‘Remember your swimming lessons. Mummy’s coming!’

			Hannah and I scuttled to the edge of the river, and I tentatively stepped out onto a protruding rock to get closer to the drowning cherubs. Looking down, I realised that the river was barely a foot deep, and the boys could get out perfectly easily if they tried to, instead of giving me palpitations about drowning. Peter chose that moment to pop his head up again and announce that he was all wet.

			‘Of course you’re wet,’ I said furiously. ‘You’ve fallen in a bloody river. And the longer you sit there, the wetter you’ll get.’

			‘You need to help us, Mum,’ implored Peter. ‘We can’t get up, we’re all wet!’

			‘Yes. Because you’re SITTING IN A FUCKING – I MEAN A SODDING – I MEAN A DAMN RIVER. That’s how rivers work. They’re WATER, and if you sit in them you GET WET!’

			Nonetheless, my maternal instincts were lurking somewhere under the rage, the thoughts of the laundry and the WHY THE FUCK DOES THIS HAVE TO HAPPEN EVERY BASTARDING TIME WE GO OUT?, and I leant out from my rock to attempt to proffer a helping hand. I leant too far, though, and began to overbalance perilously myself. However nice the thought of washing the sweat off was, I had no desire to spend the rest of the day squelching around and then wringing out my knickers at home, so I windmilled furiously in an attempt to regain my balance. This tactic worked, but I windmilled so furiously that the hamper I’d slung so jauntily over my shoulder flew off and went sailing through the air, to land with a splash in the middle of the river.

			‘Fuck,’ I said.

			‘Ellen,’ wailed Hannah, ‘that had all the food! Mine has the drinks.’

			‘Oh no, Mummy, are we going to starve?’ shrieked Peter.

			‘It’s all your fault, Peter, if we starve,’ howled Jane.

			Ten minutes of directing rescue operations via the already sodden boys later (‘Why do I have to go and get it?’ ‘Because you’re already wet and in the river. Go!’ ‘Why can’t we just leave it there?’ ‘Because there might be something salvageable from the picnic and also it cost £19.99, so I’m not just leaving it!’), and I was very much regretting my pretentious notion of wrapping the sandwiches in greaseproof paper and string à la Enid Blyton instead of just using Tupperware like anyone who wasn’t a COMPLETE TWAT would have done. The cheese and pickle might’ve stood a chance in Tupperware, but my entire lovingly made picnic was a soggy disintegrating mess. I’d held out some hope for the Victoria sponge, safely ensconced in a (fuckety heavy) Emma Bridgewater tin, but alas the lid had been slightly dislodged on impact and it was distinctly damp and, as the children complained when I tried to make them eat it anyway, ‘tasted like frogs’. I decided it was best not to ask Peter how he knew what a frog tasted like.

			‘Never mind.’ Hannah tried to offer succour through the medium of warm, weak lemon squash, with the promise of Capri Suns on the way home if everyone ‘was good’. There seemed about as much chance of that happening as there was of us becoming self-sufficient and living off rabbits caught by Judgy, who had regarded the whole river affair with disgust, as he’s a Proud and Noble Border terrier and does not do water.

			Nonetheless, we insisted the children plodded on, and ‘enjoyed the walk’, even the wet ones, who had been highly resistant to my suggestion they took off their wet clothes and fashioned a sort of toga from the floral picnic rugs, so I’d told them to get on with it.

			‘ISN’T THIS FUN?!’ I shouted slightly passive–aggressively every few minutes, just in case there was any doubt about the matter.

			‘Ellen, I need to talk to you,’ said Hannah, as we trailed behind the children. ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’

			‘Oh my God, are you OK? Oh! OH! Has Charlie proposed? Are you getting married?’

			‘No!’ said Hannah. ‘Nothing like that. It’s –’ Before she could say any more, though, there were shouts to ‘COME AND SEE’ from further along the track, and we set off at a run, in alarm.

			‘Oh God, what are they doing now?’

			‘I think they’ve found something dead. Oh my God, what if it’s a murder scene? What if they’ve found a body, and we’re the first to find it and we investigate and solve it? Oh. My. God. Solving a murder would SO be the perfect summer, Hannah!’

			‘Unless you’re the poor sod who got murdered. And I don’t think desperate murderous sorts fall sufficiently into your middle-class criminal categories, do they?’

			‘They do in Agatha Christie,’ I retorted. ‘It’s never someone common who does the murder.’

			‘What about the whole “the butler did it” thing?’

			‘Not in Agatha Christie,’ I said firmly. ‘Murdering vicars, yes. Butlers? Definitely not. Come on, we’d better catch them up in case they really have found a body and are traumatised for life.’

			Alas, the deceased proved only to be an unfortunate squirrel, and the culprit probably a fox or one of Judgy’s kin, so we trudged on, the children complaining once more of starvation. As the path looped back down towards the river, I let out a whoop of joy. All along the river bank were small bushes, with dark smudges hanging from their branches.

			‘We’re saved,’ I cried. ‘We shall not starve. I told you if we lost all the food we could live off the land, and behold, we SHALL! Look, darlings – wild blueberries. What could be more divine? We shall FEAST!’

			The children looked mutinous and Hannah doubtful.

			‘Ellen, are you sure they’re blueberries?’

			‘Yes,’ I insisted. ‘Quite sure. Dad had a dalliance with a Danish woman one summer and she was mad on the whole foraging thing long before Instagram. I’ve forgotten most of what she tried to teach us, but I do remember what the blueberries look like. See? Yum.’ I crammed a handful into my mouth.

			‘Maybe we should wait five minutes and see if you die?’ Hannah suggested.

			‘I won’t die,’ I said scornfully. ‘Here, I’ll feed Judgy some. Would I feed them to him if they were poisonous?’

			‘Are you trying to say you value his life more than ours?’ demanded Jane.

			‘Nooooo,’ I said guiltily. ‘Not more than … um … look, see, he’s yumming them down. Come on, try some.’

			After a few more minutes of prevarication, when neither Judgy nor I fell to the ground in our death throes, hunger got the better of everyone else and they consented to try the blueberries.

			‘They’re nice,’ declared Peter in surprise.

			‘And look.’ I triumphantly produced a fistful of (clean) poo bags from my pocket. ‘We shall pick lots to take home, and when we get back we can make jam, and then on our next picnic we can take cake and scones with home-made jam made from the wild blueberries we picked in the woods.’

			My God, I could see the Instagram caption already: #Foraging #Wholesome #LookAtHowFuckingFabulousIAm #IAmSummeringBetterYouThanYou #BestSummerEver #HappyMemories #EllenIsTheBestAtSummer. Yay fucking me! Maybe I could make the Vision of our Perfect Summer so enviable that even the likes of Perfect Lucy Atkinson’s Perfect Mummy and her sidekick Fiona Montague – the Yummiest Mummies in the playground – would be jealous about just how damned good I was at summer. They might even comment on one of my posts.

			Picking wild blueberries, though, was quite labour intensive, and they were not as filling as one might have hoped, and so after about half an hour we finally gave in and headed back to the car, agreeing that yes, we could get an ice cream from the van in the car park, and yes, raspberry sauce is probably one of your five a day. As we trudged into the car park, a
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